ON THE 


Testimony of CONSCIENCE. 


2 Cor. I. Ver. 12. Part of it. 


— For our Rejoycing is this, the Testimony of our Conscience. 


HERE is no Word more frequently in the Mouths of Men, 

: than that of Conscience, and the Meaning of it is in some 
measure generally understood: However, because it is 
likewise a Word extreamly abused by many People, who apply 
other Meanings to it, which God Almighty never intended; I 
shall explain it to you in the clearest manner I am able. The 
Word Conscience properly signifies, that Knowledge which a Man 
hath within himself of his own Thoughts and Actions. And, be- 
cause, if a Man judgeth fairly of his own Actions by comparing 
them with the Law of God, his Mind will either approve or con- 
demn him according as he hath done Good or Evil; therefore 
this Knowledge or Conscience may properly be called both an 
Accuset anda Judge. So that whenever our Conscience accuseth 
us, we ate certainly guilty; but we are not always innocent when 
it doth not accuse us: For very often, through the Hardness of our 
Hearts, or the Fondness and Favour we bear to our selves, or 
through Ignorance, or Neglect, we do not suffer our Conscience 
to take any Cognizance of several Sins we commit. There is 
another Office likewise belonging to Conscience, which is that 
of being our Director and Guide; and the wrong Use of this hath 
been the Occasion of more Evils under the Sun, than almost all 
other Causes put together. For, as Conscience is nothing else 
but the Knowledge we have of what we are thinking and do- 
ing; so it can guide us no farther than that Knowledge reacheth. 
And therefore God hath placed Conscience in us to be our 
Director only in those Actions which Scripture and Reason 
plainly tell us to be good or evil. But in Cases too difficult or 
doubtful for us to comprehend or determine, there Conscience is 
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not concerned; because it cannot advise in what it doth not 
_ understand, nor decide where it is itself in doubt: But, by God’s 
great Mercy, those difficult Points are never of absolute Neces- 
sity to our Salvation. There is likewise another Evil, that Men 
often say, a Thing is against their Conscience, when really it is 
not. For Instance: Ask any of those who differ from the Worship 
established, why they do not come to Church? They will say, 
they dislike the Ceremonies, the Prayers, the Habits, and the like, 
and therefore it goeth against their Conscience: But they are 
mistaken, their Teacher hath put those Words into their Mouth; 
for a Man’s Conscience can go no higher than his Knowledge; 
and therefore until he has thoroughly examined by Scripture, 
and the Practice of the ancient Church, whether those Points are 
blameable or no, his Conscience cannot possibly direct him to 
condemn them. Hence have likewise arisen those Mistakes about 
what is usually called Liberty of Conscience, which, properly 
speaking, is no more than a Liberty of knowing our own 
Thoughts; which Liberty no one can take from us. But those 
Words have obtained quite different Meanings: Liberty of Con- 
science is now-a-days not only understood to be the Liberty of 
believing what Men please, but also of endeavouring to propa- 
gate the Belief as much as they can, and to overthrow the Faith 
which the Laws have already established, to be rewarded by the 
Publick for those wicked Endeavours: And this is the Liberty of 
Conscience which the Fanaticks are now openly in the Face of 
the World endeavouring at with their utmost Application. At 
the same time it cannot but be observed, that those very Per- 
sons, who under a Pretence of a publick Spirit and Tenderness 
towards their Christian Brethren, are so jealous for such a 
Liberty of Conscience as this, are of all others the least tender to 
those who differ from them in the smallest Point relating to 
Government; and I wish I could not say, that the Majesty of the 
living God may be offended with more Security than the Memory 
of a dead Prince. But the Wisdom of the World at present seems 
to agree with that of the Heathen Emperor, who said, If the 
Gods were offended, it was their own Concern, and they were 
able to vindicate themselves. 
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But although Conscience hath been abused to those wicked 
Purposes which I have already related, yet a due Regard to the 
Directions it plainly giveth us, as well as to its Accusations, Re- 
proaches, and Advices, would be of the greatest Use to Mankind, 
both for their present Welfare and future Happiness. 

Therefore, my Discourse at this Time shall be directed to 
prove to you, that there is no solid, firm Foundation for Virtue, 
but on a Conscience which is guided by Religion. 

In order to this, I shall first shew you the Weakness and Un- 
certainty of two false Principles which many People set up in the 
Place of Conscience, for a Guide to their Actions. 

The first of these false Principles is, what the World usually 
calleth Moral Honesty. There are some People, who appear very 
indifferent as to Religion, and yet have the Repute of being just 
and fair in their Dealings; and these are generally known by the 
Character of good Moral Men. But now, if you look into the 
Grounds and Motives of such a Man’s Actions, you. shall find 
them to be no other than his own Ease and Interest. For Ex- 
ample: You trust a moral Man with your Money in the Way of 
Trade; you trust another with the Defence of your Cause at Law, 
and perhaps they both deal justly with you. Why? Not from any 
Regard they have for Justice, but because their Fortune depends 
upon their Credit, and a Stain of open publick Dishonesty 
must be to their Disadvantage. But let it consist with such a 
Man’s Interest and Safety to wrong you, and then it will be im- 
possible you can have any Hold upon him; because there is 
nothing left to give him a Check, or to put in the Balance against 
his Profit. For, if he hath nothing to govern himself by, but the 
Opinion of the World, as long as he can conceal his Injustice 
from the World, he thinks he is safe. 

Besides, it is found by Experience, that those Men who set up 
for Morality without regard to Religion, are generally but virtu- 
ous in part; they will be just in their Dealings between Man and 
Man; but if they find themselves disposed to Pride, Lust, In- 
temperance, or Avarice, they do not think their Morality con- 
cetned to check them in any of these Vices, because it is the 
great Rule of such Men, that they may lawfully follow the Dic- 
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tates of Nature, wherever their Safety, Health, and Fortune are 
not injured. So, that upon the Whole, there is hardly one Vice 
which a meer moral Man may not upon some Occasions allow 
himself to practise. 

The other false Principle, which some Men set up in the Place 
of Conscience to be their Director in Life, is what those who 
pretend to it, call Honour. 

This Word is often made the Sanction of an Oath; it is reck- 
oned a great Commendation to be a Man of strict Honour; and 
it is commonly understood, that a Man of Honour can never be 
guilty of a base Action. This is usually the Stile of Military Men; 
of Persons with Titles; and of others who pretend to Birth and 
Quality. It is true indeed, that in ancient Times it was uni- 
versally understood, that Honour was the Reward of Virtue; but 
if such Honour as is now-a-days going will not permit a Man 
to do a base Action, it must be allowed, there are very few such 
Things as base Actions in Nature. No Man of Honour, as that 
Word is usually understood, did ever pretend that his Honour 
obliged him to be chaste or temperate; to pay his Creditors; to be 
useful to his Country; to do good to Mankind; to endeavour to 
be wise or learned; to regard his Word, his Promise, or his Oath; 
or if he hath any of these Virtues, they were never learned in the 
Catechism of Honour; which contains but two Precepts, the 
punctual Payment of Debts contracted at Play, and the right 
understanding the several Degrees of an Affront, in order to 
revenge it by the Death of an Adversary. 

But suppose, this Principle of Honour, which some Men so 
much boast of, did really produce more Virtues than it ever pre- 
tended to; yet since the very Being of that Honour dependeth 
upon the Breath, the Opinion, or the Fancy of the People; the 
Virtues derived from it could be of no long or certain Duration. 
For Example: Suppose a Man from a Principle of Honour 
should resolve to be just, or chaste, or temperate; and yet the 
censuring World should take a Humour of refusing him those 
Characters; he would then think the Obligation at an End: Or, 
on the other Side, if he thought he could gain Honour by the 
falsest and vilest Actions (which is a Case that very often hap- 
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pens,) he would then make no Scruple to perform it. And God 
knows, it would be an unhappy State, to have the Religion, 
the Liberty, or the Property of a People lodged in such Hands, 
which however hath been too often the Case. 

What I have said upon this Principle of Honour may perhaps 
be thought of small Concernment to most of you who are my 
Hearers: However, a Caution was not altogether unnecessary; 
since there is nothing by which not only the Vulgar, but the 
honest Tradesman hath been so much deceived, as this infamous 
Pretence to Honour in too many of their Betters. 

Having thus shewn you the Weakness and Uncertainty of 
those Principles which some Men set up in the Place of Con- 
science to direct them in their Actions, I shall now endeavour to 
prove to you, that there is no solid, firm Foundation of Virtue, 
but in a Conscience directed by the Principles of Religion. 

There is no way of judging how far we may depend upon the 
Actions of Men, otherwise than by knowing the Motives, and 
Grounds, and Causes of them; and, if the Motives of our Actions 
be not resolved and determined into the Law of God, they will 
be precarious and uncertain, and -liable to perpetual Changes. 
I will shew you what I mean, by an Example: Suppose a Man 
thinks it is his Duty to obey his Parents, because Reason tells 
him so, because he is obliged by Gratitude, and because the 
Laws of his Country command him to do so: But, if he stops 
here, his Parents can have no lasting Security; for an Occasion 

may happen, wherein it may be extremely his Interest to be dis- 
obedient, and where the Laws of the Land can lay no hold 
upon him: Therefore, before such a Man can safely be trusted, he 
must proceed farther, and consider, that his Reason is the Gift 
of God; that God commanded him to be obedient to the Laws, 
and did moreover in a particular manner enjoin him to be duti- 
ful to his Parents; after which, if he lays a due Weight upon 
those Considerations, he will probably continue in his Duty to 
the End of his Life: Because no earthly Interest can ever come 
in Competition to balance the Danger of offending his Creator, 
or the Happiness of pleasing him. And of all this his Conscience 
will certainly inform him, if he hath any Regard to Religion. | 
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Secondly; Fear and Hope are the two greatest natural Motives 
of all Men’s Actions: But, neither of these Passions will ever put 
us in the Way of Virtue, unless they be directed by Conscience. 
For, although virtuous Men do sometimes accidentally make 
their Way to Preferment, yet the World is so corrupted, that no 
Man can reasonably hope to be rewarded in it, meerly upon ac- 
count of his Virtue. And consequently, the Fear of Punishment 
in this Life will preserve Men from very few Vices, since some 
of the blackest and basest do often prove the surest Steps to 
Favour; such as Ingratitude, Hypocrisy, Treachery, Malice, 
Subornation, Atheism, and many more which human Laws do 
little concern themselves about. But when Conscience placeth 
before us the Hopes of everlasting Happiness, and the Fears of 
everlasting Misery, as the Reward and Punishment of our good 
or evil Actions, our Reason can find no way to avoid the Force 
of such an Argument, otherwise than by running into Infidelity. 

Lastly; Conscience will direct us to love God, and to put our 
whole Trust and Confidence in Him. Our Love of God will in- 
spire us with a Detestation for Sin, as what is of all Things most 
contrary to his Divine Nature; and if we have an entire Con- 
fidence in him, shat will enable us to subdue and despise all the 
Allurements of the World. 

It may here be objected, If Conscience be so sure a Director to 
us Christians in the Conduct of our Lives, how cometh it to pass, 
that the ancient Heathens, who had no other Lights but those 
of Nature and Reason, should so far exceed us in all manner of 
Virtue, as plainly appears by many Examples they have left on 
record? 

To which it may be answered; First, those Heathens were ex- 
tremely strict and exact in the Education of their Children; 
whereas among us this Care is so much laid aside, that the 
more God hath blessed any Man with Estate or Quality, just so 
much less in Proportion is the Care he taketh in the Education 
of his Children, and particularly of that Child which is to inherit 
his Fortune; of which the Effects are visible enough among the 
Great Ones of the World. Again, those Heathens did in a par- 
ticular manner instil the Principle into their Children of loving 
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their Country; which is so far otherwise now-a-days, that, of 
the several Parties among us, there is none of them that seem 
to have so much as heard, whether there be such a Virtue in the 
World; as plainly appears by their Practices, and especially 
when they are placed in those Stations where they can only have 
Opportunity of shewing it. Lastly; The most considerable among 
the Heathens did generally believe Rewards and Punishments in 
a Life to come; which is the great Principle for Conscience to 
work upon: Whereas too many of those who would be thought 
the most considerable among us, do, both by their Practices and 
their Discourses, plainly affirm, that they believe nothing at all 
of the Matter. 

Wherefore, since it hath manifestly appeared that a Religious 
Conscience is the only true solid Foundation upon which Virtue 
can be built, give me leave before I conclude, to let you see 
how necessary such a Conscience is, to conduct us in every 
Station and Condition of our Lives. 

That a Religious Conscience is necessary in any Station, is con- 
fessed even by those who tell us, that all Religion was invented 
by cunning Men, in order to keep the World in Awe. For, if 
Religion, by the Confession of its Adversaries, be necessary to- 
wards the well-governing of Mankind; then every wise Man in 
Power will be sure not only to chuse out for every Station under 
him such Persons as are most likely to be kept in Awe by 
Religion, but likewise to carry some Appearance of it himself, 
or else he is a very weak Politician. And accordingly in any 
Country where great Persons affect to be open Despisers of 
Religion, their Counsels will be found at last to be fully as de- 
structive to the State as the Church. 

It was the Advice of Jethro to his Son-in-Law Moses, to provide 
able Men, such as fear God, Men of Truth, hating Covetousness, and to 
place such over the People; and Moses, who was as wise a States- 
man, at least, as any in this Age, thought fit to follow that Ad- 
vice. Great Abilities, without the Fear of God, are most danger- 
ous Instruments when they are trusted with Power. The Laws 
of Man have thought fit, that those who are called to any Office 
of Trust should be bound by an Oath to the faithful Discharge 
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of it: But, an Oath is an Appeal to God, and therefore can have 
no Influence except upon those who believe that he is, and that 
he is a Rewarder of those that seek him, and a Punisher of those 
who disobey him: And therefore, we see, the Laws themselves 
are forced to have recourse to Conscience in these Cases, be- 
cause their Penalties cannot reach the Arts of cunning Men, who 
can find Ways to be guilty of a thousand Injustices without be- 
ing discovered, or at least without being punished. And the 
Reason why we find so many Frauds, Abuses, and Corruptions 
where any Trust is conferred, can be no other, than that there is 
so little Conscience and Religion left in the World, or at least 
that Men in their Choice of Instruments have private Ends in 
view, which are very different from the Service of the Publick. 
Besides, it is certain, that Men who profess to have no Religion, 
are full as zealous to bring over Proselytes as any Papist or 
Fanatick can be. And therefore, if those who are in Station high 
enough to be of Influence or Example to others; if those (I say) 
openly profess a Contempt or Disbelief of Religion, they will be 
sure to make all their Dependents of their own Principles; and 
what Security can the Publick expect from such Persons, when- 
ever their Interests or their Lusts come into Competition with 
their Duty? It is very possible for a Man who has the Appearance 
of Religion, and a great Pretender to Conscience, to be wicked 
and an Hypocrite; but, it is impossible for a Man who openly 
declares against Religion, to give any reasonable Security that 
he will not be false and cruel, and corrupt, whenever a Tempta- 
tion offers, which he valueth more than he does the Power 
wherewith he was trusted. And, if such a Man doth not betray 
his Cause and his Master, it was only because the Temptation was 
not properly offered, or the Profit was too small, or the Danger 
too great. And hence it is, that we find so little Truth or Justice 
among us, because there are so very few, who either in the 
Service of the Publick, or in common Dealings with each other, 
do ever look farther than their own Advantage, and how to 
guard themselves against the Laws of the Country; which a Man 
may do by Favour, by Secresy, or by Cunning, although he 
breaketh almost every Law of God. 
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Therefore to conclude: It plainly appears, that unless Men are 
guided by the Advice and Judgment of a Conscience founded on 
Religion, they can give no Security that they will be either good 
Subjects, faithful Servants of the Publick, or honest in their 
mutual Dealings; since there is no other Tie thro’ which the 
Pride, or Lust, or Avarice, or Ambition of Mankind will not 
certainly break one Time or other. 

Consider what hath been said, ec. 


